In this essay, we argue that his writings suggest a view about what philosophers would call the good life. Wallace's perspective is subtle and worthy of attention. We'll contrast what Wallace says with some popular positions from moral philosophy and contemporary culture.
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In this essay, we argue that his writings suggest a view about what philosophers would call the good life. Wallace's perspective is subtle and worthy of attention. We'll contrast what Wallace says with some popular positions from moral philosophy and contemporary culture.
Wallace said much about ethical matters even though he didn't write on them formally or systematically. How then shall we distill views from his writings? Our strategy is to present Wallace's reactions, as found in his fiction and some essays, to three positions about the good life. We will ask what Wallace would make of those positions and thus try to triangulate his own view by reference to them.
The first position we'll explore is sometimes called ironism. More often practiced than defended, for reasons that will be evident, ironism involves distancing oneself from everything one says or does and putting on what Wallace often calls a "mask of ennui." Ironism appeals to On a third family of views-narrative theories, as we'll call them-a good human life is characterized by fidelity to a unified narrative. This is a systematic story about one's life, comprised of a set of ends or principles according to which one lives. The story lays down the terms of success for a good life. Failing to live up to the story means failing to flourish. But Wallace's fiction is rife with characters who are unhappy at least partly because they try (and fail) to live up to their stories. Narrative theories, he thinks, turn people into spectators to, rather than participants in, their own lives.
We conclude that Wallace sees serious flaws in these three popular views. But Wallace also suggests an attractive method for pursuing moral questions. Not unlike Wittgenstein, Wallace thought his task was to prevent people from being distracted by pseudo-problems in thinking. In Wallace's view, the point of theorizing is to solve actual human problems. But he also offers clear proposals about the content of a good life. The primary elements of the view on offer in Wallace's writing are these. A meaningful human life need not be special; it need not be characterized by commitment to values or projects that are unique, unusual, or extreme. There is value in ordinary, everyday, and even seemingly banal experiences. But is there a theory behind 
Wallace on Ironism
In his 1993 essay "E Unibus Pluram: Television and U.S. Fiction," Wallace argues that "irony tyrannizes us." What has this to do with the good life? Wallace sees the pervasiveness of irony in contemporary culture through its impact on television programming. The entertainment industry-one of the early targets of (ironic) postmodern cultural criticism-has hoisted irony's banner. Ironic humor became a staple of television because the market demands it. One of Wallace's examples here is late-night host David Letterman, the "archangel" of contemporary irony. In an interview Wallace remarked: "The particular kind of irony I'm talking about when Letterman comes out and says, 'What a fine crowd,' and everybody roars with laughter, came about in the 60s."
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Wallace argued that irony and self-consciousness had served crucial and valuable purposes but that "their aesthetic's absorption by U.S. commercial culture has had appalling consequences for writers and everyone else."
4
Viewers enjoy ironic humor about news, gossip, and the like, we surmise, because they understand the ironic point of view, appreciate its presuppositions, regard ironic treatments of various topics as appropriate and smart. In short, viewers think ironically themselves. Or at least aspire to. It's of some interest that the lively arts of the millennial U.S.A. treat anhedonia and internal emptiness as hip and cool. It's maybe the vestiges of the Romantic glorification of Weltschmerz, which means world-weariness or hip ennui. Maybe it's the fact that most of the arts here are produced by world-weary and sophisticated older people and then consumed by younger people who not only consume art but study it for clues on how to be cool, hip-and keep in mind that, for kids and younger people, to be hip and cool is the same as to be admired and accepted and included and so Unalone. Forget so-called peer-pressure. It's more like peer-hunger. No? We enter a spiritual puberty where we snap to the fact that the great transcendent horror is loneliness, excluded encagement in the self. Once we've hit this age, we will now give or take anything, wear any mask, to fit, be part-of, not be Alone, we young. The U.S. arts are our guide to inclusion. A howto. We are shown how to fashion masks of ennui and jaded irony at a young age where the face is fictile enough to assume the shape of whatever it wears. And then it's stuck there, the weary cynicism that saves us from gooey sentiment and unsophisticated naïveté. Sentiment equals naïveté on this continent.
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Irony is appealing, then, not only because adopting an ironic attitude lets us fit in and feel less alone. We also get to present ourselves as being savvy-knowingly bored with the sentimental banalities that others mistakenly value. The mask of ennui we present to others proves we at least aren't naïve.
Wallace goes on to explain why this ironic stance makes us unhappy:
Hal, who's empty but not dumb, theorizes privately that what passes for hip cynical transcendence of sentiment is really some kind of fear of being really human, since to be really human (at least as he conceptualizes it) is probably to be unavoidably sentimental and naïve and goo-prone and generally pathetic, is to be in some basic interior way forever infantile, some sort of not-quite-right-looking infant dragging itself anaclitically around the map, with big wet eyes and froggy- 
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Wallace's insight on irony is this: when worn as a mask, irony helps one cast a striking figure, but it is privately, personally destructive. It prevents us from doing what human nature pushes us to do: to care about things sincerely and to pursue what we care about. Once in the grip of irony, we are so afraid of appearing really to value things that we turn ironic to the core. We don't value anything at all. Irony is, Wallace writes, "not a rhetorical mode that wears well. . . . This is because irony, entertaining as it is, serves an almost exclusively negative function. It's critical and destructive, a ground-clearing. . . . But irony's singularly unuseful when it comes to constructing anything to replace the hypocrisies it debunks."
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It leaves human beings empty and isolated, with no way to improve their situation-aside from subjecting themselves to ironic criticism.
Another observer, Richard Rorty, once set down a statement of just the sort of thing Wallace described.
8

Rorty writes:
All human beings carry about a set of words which they employ to justify their actions, their beliefs, and their lives. These are the words in which we formulate praise of our friends and contempt for our enemies, our long-term projects, our deepest self-doubts and our highest hopes. They are the words in which we tell, sometimes prospectively and sometimes retrospectively, the story of our lives. I shall call these words a person's "final vocabulary."
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With that terminology in hand, Rorty continues: I shall define an "ironist" as someone who fulfills three conditions: (1) She has radical and continuing doubts about the final vocabulary she currently uses, because she has been impressed by other vocabularies, vocabularies taken as final by people or books she has encountered; (2) 
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But ironists' private stance is another matter. They are "never quite able to take themselves seriously because [they are] always aware that the terms in which they describe themselves are subject to change, always aware of the contingency and fragility of their final vocabularies, and thus of their selves."
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It's important to see a difference between Rorty's ironist and Wallace's. The Rortean ironist is "impressed by other vocabularies" and thus seems to have some basis for her ironic intellectual stance. But Wallace's ironist isn't intellectually motivated and, if anything, goes in for ironism because of a desire to be beyond criticism, to be cool. Of course, these approaches to ironism aren't incompatible. Nevertheless, Wallace would not be satisfied with Rorty's positive take on ironism. How we feel about ourselves and our values matters. Hal is not leading a good life. Rorty would point out that Hal can remain publicly committed to caring about the suffering of others. But this is of no consolation to Hal. His private emptiness is a form of suffering, too. The new rebels might be artists willing to risk the yawn, the rolled eyes, the cool smile, the nudged ribs, the parody of gifted ironists, the "Oh how banal."
To risk accusations of sentimentality, melodrama. Of overcredulity. Of softness.
Of willingness to be suckered by a world of lurkers and starers who fear gaze and ridicule above imprisonment without law.
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Wallace clearly thinks that a good life is one of sincere, unironic commitment. But the nature of the commitment and its relationship to value remain unclear. Let's turn to some other thoughts about the good life to look for Wallace's own view.
Wallace on Hedonism
The upshot of the previous section is that Wallace 
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What would Wallace make of value hedonism? He would be unequivocally hostile to one brand of hedonism, it seems. Some hedonists say that pleasure is a favorable attitude toward an experienced state of affairs. According to these theorists, what makes pleasure valuable is not the feeling or sensation itself, but our enjoyment of the sensation. It's the attitude of enjoyment that is crucial. That attitude, say these theorists, is what has value. By contrast, other hedonists think of pleasure purely as a sensation. They say that the valuable thing about pleasure is the sensation itself-immediate sensory experiences themselves are good. On this understanding of pleasure, someone may enjoy some experience of hers, but it's not her enjoyment of the experience that gives it value.
Wallace sees pleasure-as-mere-sensation hedonism as an unacceptably narrow account of the good human life. Consider Infinite Jest, in which several characters become fixated on the film of the same title. Watching that film is so blissful that viewers can't tear themselves away, and they eventually die after ignoring all other areas of life. Wallace's case is complicated.
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Yet surely these characters, whatever else we say about them, are not flourishing human beingseven though they satisfy the requirements for flourishing set down by the version of hedonism at issue. Or consider what Wallace says in his essay about a seven-night luxury Caribbean cruise:
he reflects on the "Insatiable Infant" part of himself, the part that "WANTS" felt pleasure. The "big lie" of the luxury cruise, Wallace tells us, is that this infantile part can be finally put to rest by total, perfectly-delivered pampering and pleasure. That's a lie because trying to satisfy this infant is impossible-"its whole essence or dasein or whatever lies in its a priori insatiability." his diet, and he employs a medical attaché to relieve the suffering his diet causes, allowing him to continue eating. The case is amusing, in a way, because the attaché is hired not to treat the addiction but to enable the prince's absurd and unhealthy habit.
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One potential reaction to this case-one suggested by pleasure-as-mere-sensation hedonism-is to wish that Prince Q-didn't need to endure such maxillofacial suffering to reach chocolaty bliss. But of course this response misses the point. What's sad here is not only the lengths the prince goes to get pleasure, but the narrowness of his life. The problem is not that he doesn't have enough pleasure in life. It's that he has nothing else. His life is about the wrong thing, we think Wallace would say, and so any theory that implies that such a life of pleasure goes well can't be correct.
But Wallace might still seriously entertain other forms of hedonism. What the remaining views share is simple: they allow that the content of well-being is, somehow, "up to us."
Hedonism says it's pleasure that matters. On this view, value is "non-objective," in the sense that what is valuable is determined by how we feel, rather than by facts independent of how we feel.
19
Could Wallace endorse some version of hedonism? There's at least some evidence that he could be friendly to such a view. 
20
Wallace greatly admired Dostoevsky's boldness in constructing meaning.
21
To construct meaning, let's say, is to produce a kind of value where once there was none. Hedonism suggests a way in which we might produce value: when someone finds pleasure in something, it becomes 
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Wallace wonders here whether hedonism is avoidable as a psychological doctrine-after all, we can always describe the motivation for an action in terms of its expected utility for the actor. But the element of this passage we want to underline is Wallace's recognition that, fully bracketing the apparent selfishness involved in a life of pursuing one's desires, such a life just seems sad. Not only would we say that such a person is selfish, but we'd say that they miss something important about life.
Hedonism grants the individual a kind of license or control over the content of a good life. Yet these views lead to an impoverished account of why the chosen content is valuable.
Wallace says that life thus described sounds "lonely." We surmise he means that it offers a sad description of states of affairs involving other people. On these theories, other people are no 134 more than mere objects in the state of affairs you value. If a friend is valuable to you, why is that? Well, she's valuable because of the pleasure she brings you or the pain she helps you avoid.
A friend can be no more than an instrument for your purposes, with respect to matters of value.
Unsurprisingly, Wallace thinks this description of friendship seems lonely.
Hedonists won't give up so easily. They may insist that Wallace is confused about their position-it tells us what is good for a particular human being. And surely, they'll reply, other people are only good for someone to the extent that others serve as useful objects in beneficial states of affairs. Fair enough. But Wallace suggests an explanation for any appeal of this reply.
Everything in my own immediate experience supports my deep belief that I am the absolute center of the universe, the realest, most vivid and important person in existence. We rarely think about this sort of natural, basic self-centeredness, because it's so socially repulsive, but it's pretty much the same for all of us, deep down. It is our default setting, hardwired into our boards at birth. Think about it:
there is no experience you have had that you are not the absolute center of. The world as you experience it is there in front of you or behind you, to the left or right of you, on your TV, or your monitor, or whatever. Other people's thoughts and feelings have to be communicated to you somehow, but your own are so immediate, urgent, real. You get the idea. But please don't worry that I'm getting ready to preach to you about compassion or other-directedness or all the so-called "virtues." This is not a matter of virtue-it's a matter of my choosing to do the work of somehow altering or getting free of my natural, hardwired default setting which is to be deeply and literally self-centered, and to see and interpret everything through this lens of self.
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Wallace thinks that we should reject this way of thinking of the good life. It seems selfish, to be sure,
25
but his point is different: our own natural self-centeredness leads us to misunderstand our own good. We confuse the immediacy of our subjective experience with its importance. 
Wallace on Narrative Theories of the Good Life
Although Wallace was at least attracted to the idea that we somehow "construct" values that contribute to well-being, hedonism won't fit with his thinking. But there are other ways we might "construct" the content of the good life for ourselves. One family of views is so-called narrative theories of the good life. Galen Strawson sums up the core of these theories as follows:
"a richly narrative outlook on one's life is essential to living well".
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The basic idea is that someone has a good life only if she has a narrative outlook on her life. To use ordinary terms, she must see her life as making sense as a single story in which she is the main character. Strawson's summing up leaves room for elaboration, and the details are filled in variously by different theorists. Narrative theories have enjoyed some popularity among contemporary philosophers, and prominent advocates include Christine Korsgaard, Charles Taylor, and J. David Velleman.
27
All narrative theorists affirm that having a narrative is a necessary condition for a good life. We'll call this the "weak" thesis. But some theorists also endorse a more controversial thesis according to which a person simply is the thing described by a narrative. This "strong" thesis happens to imply the weak thesis, but the latter doesn't imply the former.
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We will first discuss the weak thesis before we explain how the strong thesis plays a role in one defense of narrative theories.
Narrative theories, like hedonism, allow the content of someone's good to be determined by particular features of her psychology. Consider how narrative theories leave value "up to us" in a sense while avoiding some pitfalls of hedonism. For one thing, the value of elements within our stories may depend on various propositional attitudes, and those are certainly not limited to the attitude of enjoyment. For another, the potential roles of persons-ourselves includedwithin our stories is less restrictive. On narrative theories, persons are characters just as in literature, playing far more nuanced roles than self as enjoyer-of-states-of-affairs or friend as instrument-in-bringing-about-enjoyable-states-of-affairs. Hedonism would seem to recommend analyzing all roles in those limited ways. Here are two further advantages that narrative theories may enjoy over hedonism. First, narrative theories better capture the richness of human lives and the distinctive value of our longterm projects. For instance, we care about being loving parents, faithful friends, about the success of our work, and so on. Narrative theories allow for a clear divide between these important projects and ephemeral ones. How well our lives go depends on those significant projects, not on whether we clip our fingernails perfectly. Life goes no worse for us, not one bit, when we don't clip our nails right. But, arguably, hedonism must count a poor nail-clipping job as relevant to how our lives go, insofar as such events have some slight impact on our enjoyment. Second, narratives can focus attention in morally significant ways. A person may regard being a faithful friend as an element of her own good, and think that this part of her story is more important than whether she always gets her way in small or trivial matters. So, narratives can redirect our thoughts away from the flow of our first-person experience, precisely as Wallace counsels in This Is Water. Stories can guard us against being enslaved by our immediate inclinations.
Parts of This Is Water seem to suggest that Wallace may find something to like about narrative theories. One commentator on Wallace's ethical thought has argued that Wallace appreciated "the importance of the direction of attention, and the terms in which we choose to conceive of situations, in our moral lives."
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Our petty frustration in rush-hour traffic or in a supermarket checkout line may be managed, Wallace thinks, with help from imaginative storytelling. Telling stories about the meaning of commonplace situations may help us overcome our self-centered perspective: we need a narrative that will sympathetically reveal to us the reality of others' lives.
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So, narratives refocus the subject of our attention and capture the complexity of our lives and projects. But are stories related to value, according to Wallace? And if so, how? Does he accept some version of narrative theory? Do stories help us lead good lives because a life can't go well without a story?
Wallace seems to deny that well-being requires a narrative outlook.
31
The main question The fraudulence paradox was that the more time and effort you put into trying to appear impressive or attractive to other people, the less impressive or attractive you felt inside-you were a fraud. And the more of a fraud you felt like, the harder you tried to convey an impressive or likable image of yourself so that other people wouldn't find out what a hollow, fraudulent person you really were.
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This way of managing appearances leaves the narrator "frightened, lonely, alienated, etc." The problem here is with one's self-perception. Thinking of one's life from the point of view of a narrative makes one self-conscious and, in turn, interferes with living well.
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In "The Depressed Person," Wallace offered a distressing look at how self-awareness can literally ruin a life. The story's main character is clinically depressed and fully aware of her condition. Her deep concern is that her depression prevents her from being anything more than a parasite on her friends-her "support system." She'd like to realize her "capacity for basic human empathy and compassion and caring."
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But how can she do this when she is focused entirely on herself? Paradoxically, concern for her life's narrative fixes her gaze there. In the story, in the wake of her therapist's suicide, the depressed person realizes that she is herself inappropriately self-centered. She expresses concerns about her self-centeredness to a terminally ill friend:
The depressed person shared that the most frightening implication of this (i.e., of the fact that, even when she centered and looked deep within herself, she felt she could locate no real feelings for the therapist as an autonomously valid human being) appeared to be that all her agonized pain and despair since the therapist's suicide had in fact been all and only for herself, i.e. for her loss, her abandonment, her grief, her trauma and pain and primal affective survival. And, the depressed person shared that she was taking the additional risk of revealing, even more frightening, that this shatteringly terrifying set of realizations, instead now of awakening in her any feelings of compassion, empathy, and other-directed grief for the therapist as a person, had-and here the depressed person waited patiently for an episode of retching in the especially available trusted friend to pass so that she could take the risk of sharing this with her-that these shatteringly frightening realizations had seemed, terrifyingly, merely to have brought up and created still more and further feelings in the depressed person about herself. At this point in the sharing, the depressed person took a time-out to solemnly swear to her longdistance, gravely ill, frequently retching but still caring and intimate friend that there was no toxic or pathetically manipulative self-excoriation here in what she (i.e., the depressed person) was reaching out and opening up and confessing, only profound and unprecedented fear: the depressed person was frightened for herself . . . she told the supportive friend with the neuroblastoma. She was asking sincerely, the depressed person said, honestly, desperately: what kind of person could seem to feel nothing-"nothing," she emphasized-for anyone but herself? . . . What words and terms might be applied to describe and assess such a 
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What this passage reveals-excruciatingly-is that the depressed person has a serious problem not only with depression, but with narcissism.
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The depressed person thinks that living a good life, for her, depends in part on whether she meets her description of a compassionate friend. Wallace helps us see here that narratives don't always get us "out of our own heads" in the right way. Instead of thinking of her terminally ill friend, the depressed person wonders whether she's doing enough to qualify as compassionate. Wallace seems to use compassion to show that concern for narrative interferes with the realization of other-regarding virtue. Because the depressed person's attention is focused on her narrative and whether she's living up to it, her efforts to be compassionate leave her feeling even worse about herself. Any compassionate act pushes her even further from realizing her narrative because she'll have acted to make herself qualify as compassionate, not out of genuine concern for another. Her narrative perspective actually makes it impossible for her to attain her ideal. The narrative makes her feel like a fraud and a failure.
Wallace's fiction also highlights a related problem: we tend to overvalue uniqueness or specialness in narratives, and this leaves us feeling inauthentic. One popular assumption in our culture is that an authentic and valuable life must be characterized by special, unusual, or even extreme commitments. We're relentlessly subjected to the message that everyone is different, and so it seems reasonable for us to conclude that we're living defective lives if we lack eccentric values. But this is to confuse uniqueness with authenticity. The main character in Wallace's "Good Old Neon," Neal, makes precisely that mistake. 
36
Wallace's suggestion is that Neal felt the need to try out these commitments because they cast him in a certain light for the audience of his narrative. His commitments presented him as kind, cynical and world-weary, spiritually deep, emotionally damaged in some interesting way, or some other mix of special traits. There are at least two clear problems with trying to construct a life narrative that is unique. First, as Wallace later has the narrator remark, "human beings are all pretty much identical in terms of our hardwiring."
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It's difficult to come up with commitments that make one stand out as a truly unique person. Anything that one person finds appealing will probably also appeal to others. Second, and more fundamentally, the uniqueness of a commitment is usually unrelated to its value. A painting or a cantata doesn't become less beautiful as more people enjoy it. The same is true of the narrative elements that might constitute a good life. The things someone cares about might distinguish her from others, but that's not enough, by itself anyway, to make them valuable for her.
Both points find clear expression at the conclusion of "Good Old Neon." In the end, Neal begins to think that the reason he felt like such a fraud, yet was hopeless to change, was that he was unable to love. He couldn't let himself be happy because he couldn't even love himself.
Tragically, he applied the criteria for a good narrative even to his diagnosis of why his life wasn't going well, and his explanation proved insufficiently unique. 
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The sadness here is palpable. Neal has assumed a good life needs to be unique, though here he finds this can't be true for his own life: he's like many other people. But it shouldn't be surprising that many people have, or think they have, the same problem. And of course the fact that so many people are similarly afflicted does not mean it's insignificant or that they are inauthentic. The wide distribution of the inability-to-love problem certainly doesn't reveal that someone with this problem would be more authentic were it his alone. Even if the distinctiveness of a problem happened to make some person's story more interesting to an audience, that would have nothing to do with whether his life goes well. Wallace thinks that our culture overvalues uniqueness, and surely he's right. Although narrative theorists will no doubt agree that narratives can undermine wellbeing, they may insist that's because the narratives are improperly used, not because well-being doesn't require a narrative outlook on life. In light of Wallace's examples, then, narrative theorists might try to explain why narratives sometimes undermine the good life.
A first thought is that Wallace's examples underline problems people tend to encounter by using narratives as action-guiding plans. But using narratives that way is a mistake. Narratives are not for action guidance-they are for evaluation of a life's goodness. This means that a theory of the good life may be "self-effacing"-that is, the good might sometimes be better promoted by ignoring the theory itself-but, for all that, the theory might be true. Many philosophers have been satisfied with self-effacing theories of the good. Though we strongly suspect that Wallace would regard this as undesirable, we'll wait for the conclusion to say more.
For now, let's assume that this line is closed off for narrative theorists.
Here's another thought. Defenders of narratives might try to avoid the problems Wallace noted by revising the weak thesis. They might say that narratives undermine well-being in difficult cultural conditions and insist that narratives must be endorsed by someone free of 
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In requiring us to side with the audience of our narrative, and not with ourselves, narrative theories alienate us from who we are and what's good for us. We should experience our lives as participants instead of as spectators.
Some narrative theorists may have an interesting reply to this concern. Let's suppose that our narratives don't merely describe what is good for us. They constitute us. This is the stronger understanding of narrative theory mentioned already-a person is identical with her narrative.
Christine Korsgaard has defended this idea and writes: "we construct ourselves from our choices, from our actions, from the reasons that we legislate." It is the conceptions of ourselves that are most important to us that give rise to unconditional obligations. For to violate them is to lose your integrity and so your identity, and to no longer be who you are. That is, it is to no longer be able to 
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Here's the philosophical point: we are not merely our narratives, Wallace would say, because no narrative-perhaps nothing ever explicitly thought in words-can capture who we 
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Korsgaard tells us that people who don't live up to their narratives haven't merely let themselves down-they have chosen a life that amounts to being "dead or worse than dead."
Neal tells himself a story according to which he's a fraud, and thinks suicide is his only nonfraudulent option. Wallace appreciates the sadness in this-killing yourself for the sake of your narrative. Which passage, Korsgaard's or Wallace's, sounds more humane?
Conclusion
Wallace reflected on human well-being through his fiction and he offered real insights. Here are three. He contends, against the ironist, that our lives should be about something, and that we should not be embarrassed to say so and sincerely mean it. He argues compellingly that a life need not be unique or unusual to be valuable. And he offers reasons to reject the idea that wellbeing comes solely from pleasure.
Our discussion has been limited to theories on which people construct value, rather than discover it, because of Wallace's apparent preference for such views. But what would he think of so-called objective list theories of the good life? Those theories say that certain things-say, relationships and attaining significant knowledge-make our lives go well independently of our thoughts or preferences about them. On the one hand, Wallace might think that these views are guilty of moralizing he means to avoid.
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On the other hand, recall Wallace's admiration for Dostoevsky's courage in sticking his neck out and creating meaning.
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So, we wonder: doesn't it require even greater courage to say that values are really out there, no matter what anyone thinks or feels, than it does to say they exist as a product of our constructive activity? We don't know how Wallace comes down on this issue. Perhaps he'd take an intermediate view, on which we construct value without always realizing it, and we gradually discover it within ourselves, often finding that it's at odds with our more conscious self-conceptions. Perhaps value is one part We find in Wallace's writing more than piecemeal criticism of other views and a glimpse of bits and pieces of his own. We also find a humane recommendation about how to approach reflection on the good life. It's a sort of Wittgensteinian methodology, for lack of a better term.
Wallace's interest in Wittgenstein has been well-documented.
48
Wittgenstein famously remarked in Philosophical Investigations: "Philosophy is a battle against the bewitchment of our intelligence by means of language." 
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But some theories do precisely that. If we regard some version of narrative theory as action-guiding-if we treat it as a practical guide that gives us reasons to act-then our lives will may go poorly, even by that theory's lights. As Wallace shows, concern about how one's life appears to an audience interferes with living a good life. Leading a good life calls for a level of involvement with the action that's precluded by too much self-awareness. Some theorists have said that their views are self-effacing, as we noted above. Their theories set out standards for evaluating lives, not guides for how to live. If we look to such theories to provide motives for acting, our lives go poorly.
One standard complaint with particular moral theories is that they're self-effacing.
Wallace sees the problem as being more widespread-it's endemic to theories of the good life.
The ingredients for human well-being are too subtle to be represented in a theory or, indeed, in language. Attempts to theorize about value result in partial and distorted vision. An important metaphor from "Good Old Neon" is instructive on Wallace's view, we think:
The ground fog tends to get more intense by the second until it seems that the whole world is just what's in your headlights' reach. High beams don't work in fog, they only make things worse. You can go ahead and try them but you'll see what happens, all they do is light up the fog so it seems even denser. That's kind of a minor paradox, that sometimes you can actually see farther with low beams So what are they for? One proposal, borrowed from David Schmidtz, is that theories are best understood as maps: "A map is not itself the reality," writes Schmidtz. "It is at best a serviceable representation. Moral theories likewise are more or less serviceable representations of a terrain. They cannot be more than that."
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Different problems call for different maps, and we know that a map won't tell us everything. It shouldn't, either. A map that details everything about its subject is useless, in part because we don't need the map to represent everything, and we can't use everything anyhow. Maps are only helpful when we need to know the way. They sometimes work as stand-ins for practical wisdom about the local terrain. But they are never good when treated as full-scale reproductions of the world.
With these points in mind, notice that Wallace can answer the claim that a theory might be true but self-effacing: it's not much of a theory if it can't tell us how to go somewhere we need to go. Determining whether or not a life was good, after the fact, is usually not a genuine human problem. A theory that could offer us the correct answer to that question would be an intellectual achievement, to be sure, but Wallace sees it as little else. The point of thinking is to solve problems that matter to us, not to be clever for cleverness's sake. 
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When we talk about or apply a moral view, it might seem judgmental or cruel to others.
But there is another way a moral theory might be cruel. Wallace recognizes that theories of the good life, when taken to be more than limited sketches of reality, tend to result in our being judgmental or cruel to ourselves. Our pursuit of good in life is about something else entirely, thinks Wallace:
[I]f you can think of times in your life that you've treated people with extraordinary decency and love, and pure uninterested concern, just because they were valuable as human beings. The ability to do that with ourselves. To treat ourselves the way we would treat a really good, precious friend. Or a tiny child of ours that we absolutely loved more than life itself. And I think it's probably possible to achieve that. I think part of the job we're here for is to learn how to do this.
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Here is Charles Taylor: "Because we cannot but orient ourselves to the good, and thus determine our place relative to it and hence determine the direction of our lives, we must inescapably understand our lives in narrative form, as a 'quest.' But one could perhaps start from another point: because we have to determine our place in relation to the good, therefore we cannot be without an orientation to it, and hence must see our life in story.
From whichever direction, I see these conditions as connected facets of the same reality, 
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That's because if persons are constituted by narratives, as the strong thesis holds, then there is no life to go well or ill minus a narrative. In other words, someone can have a good life only if she has a narrative because she has a life only if she has a narrative. But the weak thesis could be true even if the strong one is false: even if persons are not constituted by narratives, well-being may still require a narrative.
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Turnbull, "This Is Water and the Ethics of Attention," 209.
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Wallace, This Is Water, 77-93.
31.
We suspect that Wallace was attracted to narrative theories early in his literary career. For example, his first novel was inspired in part by a girlfriend's remark that she "would rather be a character in a novel than a real person," and Wallace "got to wondering just what the difference was." Max, Every Love Story Is a Ghost Story, 44. (Of course, if there is no difference, the strong thesis is true.) In a 1988 essay, he remarked: "Each drama has a hero. He's purposely designed so that we by our nature 'identify' with him. At present this is still not hard to get us to do, for we still tend to think of our own lives this way:
we're each the hero of our own drama, others around us remanded to supporting roles or 
